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U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS
STATUS

REPORT ON POST-9/11 GI BILL
THURSDAY, OCTOBER 15, 2009

U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON EcoNOMIC OPPORTUNITY,
Washington, DC.

The Subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 2:02 p.m., in Room
334, Cannon House Office Building, Hon. Stephanie Herseth
Sandlin [Chairwoman of the Subcommittee] presiding.

Present: Representatives Herseth Sandlin, Perriello, Adler, Kirk-
patrick, Teague, Boozman, Moran, and Bilirakis.

Also Present: Representatives Mitchell and Snyder.

OPENING STATEMENT OF CHAIRWOMAN HERSETH SANDLIN

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen.
The Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Subcommittee on Economic
Opportunity Oversight Hearing on the U.S. Department of Vet-
erans Affairs’ (VA’s) Status Report on the Post-9/11 GI Bill will
come to order.

I would like to state that the Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of
America (IAVA) and Congressman Ron Klein of Florida have asked
to submit written statements for the hearing record. I ask for
unanimous consent that their statements be entered for the record.

Hearing no objection, so ordered.

[The prepared statements of IAVA and Congressman Klein ap-
pear on p. 24 and p. 28.]

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. I ask unanimous consent that all Mem-
bers have 5 legislative days to revise and extend their remarks and
that written statements be made part of the record.

Hearing no objection, so ordered.

Joining us today at the dais is Representative Harry Mitchell of
Arizona, who chairs the Committee on Veterans’ Affairs Sub-
committee on Oversight and Investigations, and also joining us
may be Congressman Vic Snyder of Arkansas who chairs the
Armed Services Committee, Subcommittee on Oversight and Inves-
tigations. Both distinguished gentlemen are Members of the full
Committee. I ask for unanimous consent that they be allowed to
participate in today’s Subcommittee hearing.

Mr. Mitchell is here, and hearing no objection, so ordered.

Mr. Snyder will join us at the dais when he arrives, and I know
that the Chairman of the full Committee may be joining us at some
point, as well.

o))
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Today, we seek to administer our oversight jurisdiction on the
VA’s implementation efforts of the Post-9/11 GI Bill. I expect this
hearing will provide the VA the opportunity to update us on recent
actions taken to address delays in the distribution of education
benefits, and its plan moving forward to ensure the same mistakes
do not occur in the future.

To date, our main focus has been to ensure VA has the resources
to upgrade its information technology (IT) to support the unique
demands of the Post-9/11 GI Bill. Furthermore, we have actively
requested that VA appropriately alert us of any shortfalls in re-
sources to successfully complete its mission, to include legislative
changes that must be made by this Subcommittee.

Today we are seeking assurances that the VA has sufficient re-
sources to meet all its goals and demands placed upon it by Public
Law 110-252. Unfortunately, the past few weeks have shed some
light on the shortcomings facing the VA and how it must improve
the way it processes education claims.

Yesterday we had the pleasure of welcoming Secretary Eric
Shinseki to the full Committee so that he could highlight VA’s ac-
complishments and some of the unmet goals. I appreciate the Sec-
retary’s sincere commitment to provide our Nation’s veterans with
the best resources in a timely manner.

I share this strong commitment and applaud actions taken by
the VA to address the current backlogs in the distribution of edu-
cation benefits. While this is commendable, more forethought
should have been given to the emergency check solution to address
any potential problems.

I know that the Ranking Member is in another hearing and
hopes to join us soon. When he does, we will recognize him for his
opening remarks. But at this point, we will just make them a part
of the hearing record and I would ask for any other Member of the
Subcommittee or our guests joining us on the dais, to submit any
opening remarks they may have for the record. That way we can
hear directly from Mr. Wilson and get straight to all of the ques-
tions that I know we will have for Mr. Wilson today.

[The prepared statement of Congressman Boozman appears on p.
21.]

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Thank you, Keith, for appearing before
the Subcommittee once again. Mr. Keith Wilson is the Director of
the Office of the Education Service, Veterans Benefits Administra-
tion (VBA) of the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs.

You have taken time to brief me prior to this hearing and staff
as well, and we look forward to hearing from you. You are now rec-
ognized, Mr. Wilson.

STATEMENT OF KEITH M. WILSON, DIRECTOR, OFFICE OF
EDUCATION SERVICE, VETERANS BENEFITS ADMINISTRA-
TION, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS

Mr. WiLsoON. Thank you. Good afternoon, Chairwoman Herseth-
Sandlin, Ranking Member Boozman, and other Members of the
Committee. I appreciate the opportunity to appear before you today
to discuss the status of the Post-9/11 GI Bill implementation. My
testimony will address the challenges we face, the current status
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of education claims, workload trends, and countermeasures we are
taking to alleviate delays in processing.

Enactment of the Post-9/11 Educational Assistance Act on June
30, 2008, gave VA approximately 14 months to develop a new,
highly complex system to ensure eligibility and payments are made
for hundreds of thousands of claimants who would be eligible to re-
ceive benefits under the new program beginning August 1lst of
2009.

To meet this challenge VA began accepting applications to deter-
mine eligibility to the benefit on May 1st of 2009. On July 6, 2009,
we started accepting enrollment certifications from schools and
began processing claims for payment. The first payments were dis-
bursed by the U.S. Treasury on August 3, 2009.

Since May 1st of 2009, approximately 275,000 individuals have
applied for eligibility under the Post-9/11 GI Bill; 213,000 individ-
uals have been deemed eligible and provided a certificate of eligi-
bility. Of the estimated 82,500 enrolled students, approximately
52,500 have received payments under the Post-9/11 GI Bill.

During the same time, VA has paid benefits to over 160,000 addi-
tional veterans under other VA education programs. Additionally,
VA has paid 52,000 veterans under its newly implemented Ad-
vanced Payment Process.

Veterans have experienced both good service and poor. We be-
lieve our efforts to implement this program and our responses to
the challenges we have experienced will ensure that the Post-9/11
GI Bill will live up to its full promise.

Post-9/11 GI Bill claims currently require manual processing
using four separate IT systems that do not interface with each
other. When an application or enrollment certification is received,
the documents are captured into The Image Management System,
TIMS. The documents are routed electronically to a claims exam-
iner for processing. The claims examiner reviews the documents
and determines the student’s eligibility, entitlement, and benefit
rate by manually entering information into the Front End Tool, the
FET.

The FET is used to calculate the additional information needed
to determine payments for students. However, the FET has limited
capability for processing multiple scenarios encountered in deter-
mining eligibility and entitlement under the new program. As a re-
sult, VBA, in conjunction with MITRE Corporation, developed mul-
tiple job aids, or out-of-system tools and spreadsheets, to augment
claims processing.

Once the benefit rate and payment amounts are determined, the
claims examiner manually enters the payment information into the
Back End Tool (BET) separately for each payment type required.
The BET utilizes the existing Benefits Delivery Network to issue
payments. A payment cannot be processed until at least two indi-
viduals approve the award and payment amount.

Evidence to support the award action taken by the claims exam-
iner and a senior claims examiner is captured for record purposes
in TIMS. This payment authorization process is completely sepa-
rated for the housing allowance, the tuition and fees payment, and
the books and supplies payments.
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When all action is complete, the claims examiner manually tran-
scribes most information into an award letter that is sent to the
student, providing them important information about their benefit.

Due to lack of integration among the systems, the time to process
Post-9/11 GI Bill claims is significantly longer than processing time
for other education benefits. Currently, it takes approximately 172
hours to process one original claim under the Post-9/11 GI Bill.

Phase three of the interim solution will provide increased
functionality for processing Post-9/11 GI Bill claims. It was origi-
nally scheduled for deployment in September 2009. Due to the com-
plexity involved in processing both amended awards and overlap-
ping terms, phase three is now scheduled for deployment in early
November of 2009.

Claims processing under our education programs increased by
180,000 claims over the same period last year due to, in significant
part, to the large number of requests for Certificates of Eligibility
under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. The net increase in students is ap-
proximately 70,000.

VA anticipated the majority of students would transfer from the
Montgomery GI Bill (MGIB) and Reserve Educational Assistance
Program (REAP) to the Post-9/11 GI Bill during the beginning of
the Fall 2009 enrollment period. However, that has not happened.

Instead, we have seen a slight decrease in the number of stu-
dents receiving benefits under the Montgomery GI Bill and REAP,
compared to the same period last year.

We also expected the majority of veterans applying for the Cer-
tificate of Eligibility for the Post-9/11 GI Bill over the summer
would start school during the fall enrollment period. Instead, many
may have applied for the new program to receive an eligibility de-
termination, but will enroll in school at some point in the future.

In order to meet the challenge, VA, since May, has hired an addi-
tional 230 staff, implemented a mandatory overtime policy, redi-
rected over 70 staff from non-claims processing work directly into
claims processing work, as well as other initiatives as outlined in
my written testimony.

Regardless, we are not serving veterans timely in all cases. In re-
sponse, the Secretary authorized issuance of advance payment to
students enrolled in school who have not received their benefits.

On October 2nd, 2009, VA began issuing advance payments to
students in the amount of up to $3,000 per individual. In the first
week, VA made advance payments to over 41,000 students, totaling
approximately $120 million.

VA looks forward to engaging in a dialog with Congress and our
stakeholders to improve administration of the Post-9/11 GI Bill.
Thank you, this Committee, as well as all of Congress, for the con-
tinued support you have provided throughout this effort.

Madam Chairwoman, this concludes my statement. I would be
pleased to answer any questions that you or other Members of the
Subcommittee may have.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Wilson appears on p. 21.]

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Thank you, Mr. Wilson.

In news reports there have been a lot of statements and quotes
with regard to hundreds of thousands of veterans waiting for bene-
fits. You went through the numbers in the beginning of your testi-
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mony in terms of those who sought Certificates of Eligibility start-
ing at the May 1st timeline and then those that ultimately enrolled
where the VA was getting back once the Certificate of Eligibility
was sent. What is the difference in the numbers of those that have
actually enrolled?

Can you address this concern that hundreds of thousands of vet-
erans may be awaiting benefits?

Mr. WILSON. This is one thing that we have been challenged with
from a communication perspective for a while now. We, I think, in-
correctly continued to communicate the way we traditionally have
concerning claims processed, what type of claims they are and we
did not do a good job of focusing on the student, the number of in-
dividuals that we are paying benefits to.

And unfortunately, we did not do a good job of educating people
on what the differences are. A claim does not equal a student. On
average, one claim or one student will generate about two and a
half to three claims a year based on their training time, how many
periods they enroll, whether they change training, et cetera.

Additionally, the number of Certificates of Eligibility that we
have provided represent individuals that are interested in knowing
that they are eligible, and at that point have just simply indicated
that they plan to use the benefit at some point in the future.

The number of individuals that we have actually paid, which as
you have rightly pointed out, is significantly different from that
number, are the people that are actually enrolled in school right
now.

The delta between the two, the difference between the two, is in
excess of 100,000. That’s not necessarily indicative of a problem,
but it is different than the behavior that we have seen in our stu-
dent population previously.

Normally, individuals will come in and apply for the benefit at
the point that they are ready to begin using it. And based on the
student enrollment versus the number of people that have applied
for eligibility, that doesn’t seem to be occurring currently.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Has the VA heard of any veteran having
problems, understanding the explanation you just provided, in
terms of getting benefits? There was a Certificate of Eligibility that
was applied for that didn’t necessarily translate for every veteran
or individual who is deemed eligible for the benefits, such as de-
pendents to whom they can transfer those benefits.

Have you heard any complaints that veterans have actually been
denied permission to attend courses for which they have enrolled
because benefits haven’t been paid?

Mr. WiLsoN. We have not. In fact, we began an effort early on
to contact schools directly, and that is one of the questions that we
specifically asked in addition to the outreach that we had been
doing with the schools from the beginning on this.

We are aware of no schools where students are being disenrolled
due to that process.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Let us talk about that outreach to the
schools. I appreciate that you reached out to the schools as it re-
lated to this particular anticipated issue in terms of the delay in
which some States were determining tuition rates. Then there is
the issue of getting to the VA and VA being able to get the tuition
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out and the differences in terms of getting that information to
schools, whether it is right away in enrollment, add/drop, after add/
drop period, et cetera.

The issue of outreach prior to the fall semester starting, we have
repeatedly heard from veterans believing that their housing allow-
ance would be issued to them at the beginning of the month, or
that this would be paid “up front.” What is creating this dis-
connect?

Mr. WILSON. We have heard that as well. First, let me clarify in
terms of how it is paid. The monthly housing benefit is paid in the
same manner as VA education benefits are paid under the other
existing programs in that it is paid in arrears, at the end of the
month, following the month of attendance.

And this is quite honestly speculation, the tuition payment is
paid to the school at the beginning of the semester, a housing al-
lowance. I'm sorry, the book and supply stipend is paid to the stu-
dent at the beginning of the semester.

I think it would be logical for some individuals to make a connec-
tion between the manner in which those payments are made and
the manner in which they would presume that the housing allow-
ance would be paid.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Before recognizing other Members, and
we will have another round of questions for everybody, yesterday
at our full Committee hearing when Secretary Shinseki was testi-
fying, we heard from several Members that were proposing legisla-
tive fixes to make your job easier in the future. You described it
in your written and oral testimony today that you are laying the
groundwork for the long-term IT solution. You are also dealing
with legacy systems and we had the recession affecting States and
their decisions, and so, some factors and variables which, in a per-
fect world, we would have anticipated and had you prepared for ab-
solutely every possible scenario.

But we do know that many Members are interested in stream-
lining the administration of all of the education benefits. I don’t
know if you are prepared to say which legislative fixes you would
endorse today or if you are starting to give those thought, but any
suggestions?

Mr. WILSON. We are giving that a lot of thought. Clearly, there
are issues that have been discussed that conceptually are very ap-
pealing, paying housing allowances in advance has been talked
about as a possibility, delinking the tuition payment to the schools
with the need to get the housing allowance payment out as quickly
as possible to students, et cetera.

And I would agree that those are appealing from a conceptual
perspective. The challenge, I believe, will be making sure that any
legislative fixes are immediately implementable, taking into ac-
count the issues that you rightly brought up concerning the legacy
systems that we have in place, the limitations in our short-term
initiative that we are currently, essentially locked into to process
claims.

One thing we absolutely don’t want to do is make the situation
worse.
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[The VA subsequently provided additional information in the an-
swer to Question #10 of the Post-Hearing Questions and Responses
for the Record, which appears on p. 32.]

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Mr. Teague?

Mr. TEAGUE. Yes. Thank you, Madam Chairwoman, for having
this hearing and for letting me ask a few questions. I did have
some concerns. Are there things in place or in the works to where
we tie these systems together? We are not going to continually
haY?e four IT systems that don’t communicate with each other, are
we?

Mr. WILSON. No, we are not. We have pursued two past concur-
rently as we have implemented this program, knowing we didn’t
have the time to implement a fully automated system. We stood up
an effort to put in place the minimal that we needed to get checks
out the door.

Concurrently with that, though, we have had a process going
from the beginning to develop a fully automated rules-based system
that will have full deployment currently scheduled for December of
2010.

Now, the first scheduled deployment of that long-term solution is
scheduled for March/April timeframe of 2010. That will essentially
replace what is currently being called the Front-End Tool and the
job aids. So there’s not a huge amount of additional functionality,
but it will make the claims examiners’ lives a lot easier by consoli-
dating everything into a more friendly user interface Web-based
tool. But ultimately, we do have that initiative to go to an auto-
mated mechanism to process this work.

Mr. TEAGUE. We have had a problem with some contradictory in-
formation coming out. When the checks didn’t go out the first of
the month, well, then you issued a press release that they would
be cut on Friday the 2nd. And then, there was also some announce-
ments sent out that if—you know, in places like New Mexico where
it is 325 miles to the only hospital and the only facility in the
State, that the VA would be going to some of the larger universities
and handing the checks out. That didn’t happen.

At the same time, there was a Web site up where veterans could
go to, but we didn’t get that information to people, so I was just
wondering if we are streamlining our communications within our
office there so that we don’t continually jerk the veterans around
and have some of them misinformed.

Mr. WILSON. I understand your concerns, Congressman, and we
have, I believe, we have a better process in place to make sure that
we are communicating more effectively on that.

The issues that we were dealing with was trying to get, make
sure we had something out the gate and informed our student pop-
ulation prior to October 1, around the October 1 timeframe. The
October 1 was important because most folks were at that point
where they would do their first full housing allowance payments.
ch?l thought it was important to get something up as soon as pos-
sible.

We were dealing, and continued to deal, at the time of that press
release, with some technical issues concerning how we get to the
other locations beyond our 57 regional offices. We very early on
wanted to spread this out as much as possible. We felt that the



8

most effective manner of doing that was leveraging technology, tak-
ing into account that we have students at thousands of locations
across the country. We felt the most effective way of getting those
folks touched, that weren’t within driving distance of a regional of-
fice, was to allow technology, so that was the driver for our decision
on the follow-up.

Mr. TEAGUE. Yes, and I agree with that, and I think that the
Web page is working well. It is just that during that week prior
to that when I was at New Mexico State University, they were ex-
pecting someone to be there with the checks and then on Friday
when no one was there, that is when we found out about the Web
page.

Mr. WiLsON. I understand.

Mr. TEAGUE. Another thing, I guess it is a misunderstanding on
their part and I was wondering where the information came from
that so many of the veterans thought that they were going to be
paid in advance, both for tuition and housing.

Mr. WILSON. The advance payment issue has been troubling. We
have had in our outreach material, going back to the winter period
or early spring, winter period, information providing the student
experience, in other words, what would the student experience, and
we have worked very hard to make sure individuals understand
when they would be paid.

The examples that we use were for the individual who would be
having their first day of class toward the end of August. Come Sep-
tember 1st, they were only eligible for a partial housing allowance
for those couple of days of attendance in August, followed by the
first full housing allowance payment on October 1st.

For whatever reason, and again I would be speculating, that
didn’t seem to be fully understood. Largely, it did because most of
our current participants are transferees from the Montgomery GI
Bill and this benefit is paid in the same manner. But we didn’t get
that word out to everybody and there were pockets of communica-
tion and we need to continue to work hard on that issue.

Mr. TEAGUE. You know, and you brought up another thing there
with the transferring from the Montgomery GI Bill to the Post-
9/11 GI Bill, and sometimes before they understand the full bene-
fits of both programs, people have committed to the Post-9/11 GI
Bill and then found out that it really didn’t have as many benefits
for them, individually, as the Montgomery GI Bill, but they can’t
switch back. Is there anything that we can do there, whether they
can reconsider it, if through oversight on their part or misinforma-
tion, they want to go back to the Montgomery Bill?

Mr. WiLsON. The structure of the Post-9/11 GI Bill calls for an
irrevocable decision, so currently that is a statutory requirement.
There is no mechanism within the statute that would allow a per-
son to unrevoke the irrevocable election.

Our mechanism by which we have been educating people on that
is making sure that they can understand the questions that need
to be answered. The answers to the questions themselves are going
to be unique to each individual person. So you are absolutely right
for raising this concern. Individuals do have to be well armed. They
have to know what questions to ask and our efforts have been de-
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signed toward ensuring they can answer those questions, both
monetarily and non-monetarily.

There are non-monetary issues that are very important here too,
such as the difference in the delimiting date between the two bene-
fits. So that has been our direction, but I understand your concern.
It is a statutory irrevocable decision.

Mr. TEAGUE. And then the burden is on us to be sure that our
people and our staff understands well so that they explain well so
that we don’t mislead people and cause them to make the wrong
decision.

But, once again, thank you for answering the questions. Thank
you for being here and, Madam Chairwoman, thank you.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Thank you very much, Mr. Teague.

Dr. Snyder.

Mr. SNYDER. Mr. Mitchell is here. I apologize.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. I had heard you were here, you know, an
hour early, so.

Mr. SNYDER. I don’t think that counts.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Okay. Mr. Mitchell, you are recognized.
Thank you, Mr. Mitchell.

Mr. MiTCHELL. Thank you for allowing me to be here today and
thank you both for the strong leadership on this issue.

Mr. Wilson, before I get into my question, I would like to go on
record with a message to the VA. I have held two oversight hear-
ings on improper bonuses within the VA. Additionally, Congress
and the American people did not look kindly on banks that received
bailout funds that gave major bonuses to their executives.

Regardless, if you work on Wall Street or Main Street or for the
Department of Veterans Affairs, bonuses should follow perform-
ance. My understanding is that the Fiscal Year 2009 bonuses have
not been awarded by the VA yet, and I think that the VA must
think long and hard about giving out plush bonuses for Fiscal Year
2009, while so many veterans are still waiting for the benefits
they’ve earned and scrambling to make sure they have the money
to pay for schools, books and housing.

Mr. Wilson, this is not your first appearance before this Sub-
committee. You have appeared before it several times since the GI
Bill was signed into law. To keep the Committee Members apprised
of the VA’s efforts to implement the GI Bill and you offered assur-
ances that the VA would be ready by August 1st. You even brought
in a detailed timeline to show us how the VA would be ready by
August 1st.

In February, Mr. Adler of this Committee asked if the VA needed
more tools to accomplish the goal of program implementation. You
responded by stating, “This legislation itself came with funding.”
This funding is, at this point, has adequately provided us with
what we need for implementing payments on August 1st, 2009.

If this legislation provided to you is what you needed then, why
did you go to the VA—or, then, where did you or the VA go wrong
in meeting the implementation goal?

So I would like to ask two questions. How are we supposed to
believe that the assurances you are offering today and, two, know-
ing how interested Congress is in implementing the GI Bill, once
you knew you were running into problems, why didn’t you let us
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know? Why do we have to first hear about it from veterans and
read about it in the Army Times?

Mr. WILSON. You rightly call us out in terms of not providing
timely service to all veterans. We acknowledge that and we are
working as hard as humanly possible to make sure that we are
meeting those goals.

The timeline that we provided to the Subcommittee, I believe,
was largely met, in terms of our ability to generate payments on
the date that they we were required to deliver the first checks.
First payments did go out August 3rd.

There were a couple of significant challenges that we have not
anticipated. One was the volume of work created by the increase
in applications for eligibility determinations that did not translate
into student population, dropping off other programs, so we had
significantly more work in our existing programs than we would
have expected to have to maintain going into the fall enrollment.

One of the other primary challenges that we have responded to
is when we began our ability to use the tools that were developed
to implement the program in a short term. May 1st is when we
began using those tools and it was very clear to us from the get-
go that even accounting for our understanding that they weren’t
perfect, we under-estimated the complexity and the labor-intensive
nature of what needed to be done.

We responded by hiring 230 additional people to account for that.

Mr. MiTcHELL. I read all that in your testimony. My point is,
once you knew you were running into problems, why didn’t you
come back to us? We heard it first by veterans and through the
Army Times that you were having problems.

Mr. WILSON. It has been our desire from the get-go to make sure
that the Subcommittee has been informed all along. If we did not
nilleet those expectations, then we need to be held accountable for
that.

We provided information that we had at each of the hearings,
and we have had a longstanding mechanism by which we have pro-
vided updates to staff on a regular basis. We did notify the Sub-
committee at the time of the hiring of the 230 additional people.

Mr. MiTcHELL. Thank you.

Thank you, Madam Chair.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Dr. Snyder. And if you prefer to come
back or I can recognize you now. There are still 82 minutes left
in this series of votes.

Mr. SNYDER. Whatever you want to do. I'm glad to go

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Are you able to come back?

Mr. SNYDER. Yeah, I can come back.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. It is up to you, then.

Mr. SNYDER. We can come back.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Okay. All right.

We have just two votes, so we will head down so we have plenty
of time to make this first vote and then when we return, we will
resume the question with Dr. Snyder.

[Recess.]

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. We will resume the hearing. Dr. Snyder,
you are recognized for your questions.

Mr. SNYDER. Thank you, Madam Chair.
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Mr. Wilson, I appreciate your being here and all your work. I
would think this must be a pretty exciting time for you all. I mean,
it is really—it has been a lot of people given some opportunities
they haven’t had before and may not think they have had before
and I think your work is going to pay off for the county.

I wanted to ask just about the IT aspect of things because I am
not a Member of the Subcommittee. I know Stephanie and a good
group of Members have done a lot of work on this. I don’t really
understand where the delay was.

In your statement, you quote from your press release that states
that, “The VA did not receive enough proposals from qualified pri-
vate-sector contractors to create an IT program that implements a
good benefit.” That was your 2008 statement.

You know, my question is, “Why not?” I mean, it is not like there
is so much work out there right now that nobody in America knows
how to do information technology. Why didn’t you receive pro-
posals? I mean, this would have been a very lucrative contract for
somebody.

Mr. WILSON. Part of my response would be speculation on my
part because I can’t speak on behalf of the vendors. Having said
that, what I do know is that there appeared to be concern with the
time table and concern with the technical aspects, such as integra-
tion with the myriad of systems that would have to occur, setting
up a rules engine, et cetera, just the technical aspects of doing that
much work in such a compressed timeframe. There were just, I be-
lieve, high risks there. We had several vendors that dropped out
of the competition during that.

Ultimately, we never got to the point where we were 110 percent
comfortable that checks would go out on August 1st, taking that
into account, but we still felt we needed an automated system to
do this right. So taking that into account, we developed the two
track—do the minimum, do what we have to do to get checks out
the door on August 1st, but it is not going to be pretty. Acknowl-
edging that it is not going to be pretty, keep that long-term strat-
egy in place, get that automated system in place as quickly as pos-
sible.

Mr. SNYDER. It seems like, when you get to the point of where
you want to be, that the issue that Mr. Teague brought up about
if people make the wrong decision by choosing the wrong program,
that ):)our software program should help them sort that out, should
it not?

Mr. WiLsoN. I think that is a fair characterization from a tech-
nology standpoint. That could potentially be sought out, worked
through. Obviously, legal issues, as I mentioned, would still be
there. One thing that would be a potential concern

Mr. SNYDER. I wasn’t talking about the issue of the revocation.
I was thinking about when someone—I mean, it seems like ideally
you go on, you edit information, it basically makes the decision al-
most immediately about, you know, your eligibility or not.

But then it also seems like that there should be a software pro-
gram that says, you know, because of your age or whatever, your
smartest decision may be to stay with MGIB because we cer-
tainly—as those of us who, and probably nobody has been more of
a champion of this than Ms. Herseth Sandlin with this GI Bill, and
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we all have really talked about it a lot, about this great improve-
ment, so I am not surprised that most people out there think that
this would be the better program. But apparently for some people
it is not.

And it seems like at some point there could be the possibility of
a red flag going off for the veteran that says, you may want to talk
to your veteran’s counselor or consider these other possibilities. Do
you foresee that being down the line somewhere, or is that going
to be just distinctly a Post-9/11 GI Bill application?

Mr. WILSON. No, I think that is a possibility. One thing I would
emphasize, though. The approach that we have consciously made
on this is emphasizing that this is both a monetary and a non-mon-
etary decision, and there are non-monetary factors, both now and
in the future that change, and if I could provide an example.

An individual may make the decision now that they are better
off under the Post-9/11 GI Bill monetarily, and that’s a sound deci-
sion from their perspective. However, if they only have 2 years—
well, let me back up. They could make the decision that they are
better off under the Montgomery GI Bill and monetarily that would
pay them better benefits. They still may be better off under the
Post-9/11 GI Bill because of the difference in the delimiting date.

If an individual elects to stay under the Montgomery GI Bill
right now, for example, if they have 2 years left to use that benefit,
it may be a wiser decision for them to opt into the Post-9/11 GI
Bill, even if they would receive those benefits because they have 5
additional years to use the benefit.

Even that decision is dynamic. A person could be very com-
fortable in their job right now and make the decision in the case
that I just talked about, that they are going to stay under the
Montgomery GI Bill and they are good. But if they are in a seg-
ment of the economy where a year from now, 2 years from now,
their job stability is threatened and they become more concerned,
then that is a factor that is changed concerning the benefit that is
best for them.

So that is why we have tried to focus on the monetary aspects.
That is fine. But take into account the non-monetary aspects as
well.

Mr. SNYDER. Thank you.

Thank you, Madam Chair.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Thank you, Dr. Snyder.

Mr. Boozman, you are recognized for your opening remarks, as
well as questions. We did enter your opening remarks for the
record.

Mr. BoozMAN. Yes, ma’am. That is fine.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Okay.

Mr. BoozMmAN. Thank you very much. Thank you, Madam Chair.

Mr. Wilson, as staff and as we have been out and about, it seems
like that there is not a lot of knowledge about Title IV benefits
such as the Pell Grants and things like that. Is there any attempt
to encourage vets—I know we have got a lot going on, but is there
any attempt to encourage vets to apply for Title IV benefits such
as the Pell Grants?
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Mr. WILSON. Currently, we don’t have significant efforts in that
area, and I believe that is a point well taken. I believe we can do
better in that area.

We do know right now there is information showing that about
half of our student veteran population are in receipt of Pell Grants,
a subset of the Title IV benefits you talk about.

So we can, I believe, do a better job of making sure folks under-
stand the Federal benefits that are potentially available for them,
as well.

Taking it a step farther, the local programs, the State programs,
the private programs, the campus-based aid, et cetera, there is a
universe of benefits out there, and we have had preliminary discus-
sions on how we do a better job of doing that.

Mr. BoozZMAN. And I guess maybe working with the Transition
Assistance Program might be an area that might be beneficial.

Mr. WILSON. Yes. We have had discussions with the State Ap-
proving Agencies (SAAs) on this very topic, and we have had some
preliminary back and forth concerning how we plug into the State
mechanism, how do we make sure that we are doing what we can
to link up veterans with that State information. I think the State
Approving Agencies are the ideal mechanism to do just that.

Mr. BoozMAN. The current term in place that you have, when is
their appointment scheduled to end, and I guess, also, are you
planning on employing any of these employees beyond their current
terms?

And then, also, as we go through the next enrollment period, do
we need to hire additional staff beyond what we have done on this
last go round?

Mr. WILSON. The 530 additional people that we brought in out
the gate under the Post-9/11 GI Bill are built into our assumptions
for our resources that we will have available in 2010. So we have
those folks. Our understanding is we will have them in 2010, if
that need is there.

In terms of bringing on additional staff, you are aware that we
hired 230 additional people beginning in May. Those individuals
were hired under the ARRA (American Recovery and Reinvestment
Act) funding and we have them until the end of the year currently.

Mr. BoozMAN. Okay.

Mr. WILSON. We are, also—I just want to make one more point
if I may. The efforts that I have talked about, the 230 additional
hires, the 70 people that we have moved from non-claims proc-
essing work into claims processing work, that is part of a dynamic
effort. We are looking at those efforts every day. We are going to
continue to do that as we identify additional resources that we can
bring to bear on this effort. We will be doing that.

Mr. BoozMAN. I guess getting an idea of how long these things
take, when you requested, I guess when did you request the 230
additional term employees to process the GI Bill? How long did it
take for OMB to approve the use of the funds?

Mr. WiLsoN. The funds were approved for claims processing
work under the ARRA authority. It did not define claims processing
work and clearly this is claims processing work, so we were able
to move out fairly quickly on that.
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Mr. BoozMAN. Okay. Very good. And I guess the status of the
long-term IT fix for processing, do we have any idea when that will
be available?

Mr. WILSON. The first deployment of the long term will be in the
March/April timeframe of 2010. What that will do is consolidate
the current functionality that is in both the job aids and the front
end tool into a Web-based, user-interface that will make the claims
examiner’s job a little bit easier.

Following that, there are three, I believe, three additional deploy-
ments that will add functionality, two more before or at the fall en-
rollment period for next year, and then the final deployment for
full automated functionality in December of 2010.

Mr. BoozMmaN. Okay. Before she starts blinking my light, I know
you all have worked really hard on this and it has been a very dif-
ficult situation, and I think that the law is a tremendous benefit
for our veterans, and certainly I know my commitment, and I know
the Committee’s commitment here is to help any way we can. I
think the key to that is you just letting us know what we need to
do. I know that we’re going to try and go forward, my under-
standing is that with the technical corrections of the bill to make
things easier a bit.

But I do appreciate your hard work and I appreciate your staff’s
hard work. I think that they are doing the very best that they can,
and again, hopefully we will get all this figured out and get things
flowing in the right direction, and then being in better shape as we
go forward with the next semester.

Thank you, Madam Chair.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Thank you, Mr. Boozman.

Just to follow-up on some of the questions the Ranking Member
was posing. Mr. Wilson, how much longer does the VA plan to re-
quire mandatory overtime for claims processing staff, which I un-
derstand has been 3 days per pay period, which is every 2 weeks?
Also how long will you continue to use headquarters staff and redi-
rect staff to help process the education claims?

Mr. WILSON. We are not prepared to make a decision on how
much longer we will keep that in place until we have the current
backlog resolved.

Our goal is to go into the spring enrollment with no backlog. If
we need to, we will keep those measures in place, in addition to
any other measures that we identify through the spring enroll-
ment. We are doing everything in our power to make sure that we
are adequately prepared for the spring enrollment.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. And for this current semester, before, as
you work to get rid of the backlog before the spring enrollment, on
average, how many amended awards for tuition are you antici-
pating for this semester?

Mr. WILSON. That potentially is a challenge. The short answer is
we don’t know and it is related to the manner in which schools will
be required to report to VA under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. As you are
aware, Madam Chair, the Post-9/11 GI Bill allows us to pay actual
tuition and fee charges. So if there are any changes in that num-
ber, even if a student were to substitute one class for another class
that might have a lab fee, for example, the school is required to
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provide that amended enrollment information to us and we will
have to process that work.

We are making sure that we are going to do everything we can
to segment that work out as much as possible so that we can man-
age that without interrupting and impacting the housing allowance
payments that go out to students.

But potentially, it could be a significant amount of work. Histori-
cally, what I can tell you is about 25 percent of our students end
up having some type of amended award, so we would expect that
to at least be the base number.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. When I was asking earlier about whether
there are any recommendations you can make to make it easier for
the VA to process amended tuition awards or other legislative fixes
to streamline the administration of these benefits and the technical
corrections that the Ranking Member alluded to, this will all be
part of the long-term solution right? I mean it would be very dif-
ficult, just as it was difficult in anticipation of the May 1st and Au-
gust 1st deadlines, to make changes that would impede meeting
those deadlines.

I know that in response to my question, you had indicated we
could possibly look at paying housing allowances in advance. But
again, being aware of how that then will affect administration of
the short-term solution through next semester, but did you say that
the long-term IT solution won’t be fully up to capacity until Decem-
ber of next year? Are we looking at two additional semesters of
using the legacy system?

Mr. WILSON. It is a phased deployed for the long term. The full
deployment does occur in December of 2010. That gives us the
automated functionality that is the goal for development or imple-
mentation of the long-term solutions, so that is correct.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Okay. Just a couple more questions, but
back to the amended awards issue. If you start anticipating prob-
lems, or experiencing problems in terms of just historically 25 per-
cent are looking at amended awards, as I know that you do in your
communications meeting regularly with our Subcommittee staff.
We need to be made aware of the problems immediately if there
are any complications that arise with the housing stipends and an-
ticipating the need as you should do in terms of advance payments,
but that is my next question.

Are there concerns that the emergency checks that were recently
given to veterans are going to cause an overpayment and are vet-
erans made aware of this and is this another potential problem
that lies out there?

Mr. WILSON. Veterans are made aware. When they receive ad-
vance payment, they are notified that this is an advance on pay-
ments that will be due when their award is processed and that
there will be a recoupment of the benefits, so they are notified.

Whether or not they will be an overpayment will depend on sev-
eral things, for example, the amount of advance pay that an indi-
vidual chose to receive. It could be up to $3,000, but they could
take an amount less than that. Also, it would depend on their
housing allowance rate for the zip code that they live in so there
are several factors that are at play concerning any overpayment.
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Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Mr. Mitchell, did you have any additional
questions for Mr. Wilson?

Mr. MITCHELL. Just one, if you don’t mind.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Okay.

Mr. MITCHELL. Mr. Wilson, I believe that no veteran—and I am
talking as a former schoolteacher and who values education very,
very much. I don’t believe any veteran should fall behind, even a
semester, because of the VA’s inability to meet the goals that we
have set out for and I would like to know what the VA is doing
to ensure that future payments will not be delayed, as well as what
assurances can you offer that measures will work?

Mr. WILSON. Everything that we are putting in place right now
is designed to ensure that we go into the spring semester fully
loaded with what we need to have on board. We will take every
step that we need to to make sure veterans have access to pay-
ment. If that means that we have to keep an advance payment
mechanism of some sort in process, we will do that. But our goal
is to make sure that those mechanisms are not needed, that we
have this issue resolved prior to the spring semester and we move
forward.

The Secretary has been very clear that any delay in payment is
unacceptable. Everybody in VA agrees wholeheartedly with that.
On a personal level, I can say firsthand I know exactly what these
students are going through. I went through college under the GI
Bill. I know what it is like to stand in a line for food stamps after
defending this Nation for 8 years. I take this very personal and we
are going to fix it.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Mr. Boozman, any follow-up questions?

Mr. BoozMAN. Very quickly, Madam Chair. Right now, we have
a number of minutes that it takes to process a claim. Is there a
performance goal for the long-term solution in what we want to get
that down to?

Mr. WiLsoN. Ultimately what we would like to see in the long-
term solution is essentially immediate turnaround. That is why we
are going to a rules-based mechanism by which we can do this.

Our experience with rules-based processing within VA is limited.
We expect this to be a learning curve for us. We would expect some
segment of work out the gate, a large segment of work out the gate
to be processed through an automated system. We don’t want vet-
erans to wait at all for eligibility determinations and payments, et
cetera.

As we gain experience and understanding more the nuances of
how we need to manage this rules-based system, we are going to
continue to work toward the point where we have everything proc-
essed automated.

One thing I would remind the Members of, is we are talking
about the Post-911 GI Bill. We are looking at our other programs
in the same way, but our focus right now is the Post-9/11 GI Bill.

Mr. BoozMAN. Thank you, Madam Chair.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Mr. Adler, did you have any questions
you would like to pose or a statement?

Mr. ADLER. Thank you, Madam Chairwoman. First of all, Direc-
tor Wilson, I thank you so much for the passion in which you dis-
cussed your past experience, your personal experience and I am so
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optimistic you will continue to bring that level of passion to meet
the needs of our people mustering out of service and trying to tran-
sition successfully to a civilian life through education.

Are there anything, any other tools you need from Congress to
achieve this goal of the Post-9/11 GI Bill?

Mr. WILSON. The main tool we need is the ability to continue an
aggressive dialog with Congress. We are anxious to engage with
Congress, as we have, to continue that, expand that.

We want to streamline this as much as possible while making
sure that we don’t do anything that we don’t want to do in terms
of interrupting the level of service that we have now. We do have
limited flexibility concerning what we can do with our existing IT
structure, but the main thing is continued dialog, I believe.

Mr. ADLER. Director Wilson, I thank you for that. We welcome
dialog and, frankly, we would like to hear from you as needs arise
before crises arise, so if you see a backup because IT is not work-
ing, I know there are other folks working in the VA who don’t like
to come here for dialog because sometimes it is in a less pleasant
environment, a less pleasant context than we are discussing today
in terms of meeting needs of folks who are trying to achieve their
goals through education.

So, please, we welcome that dialog proactively on your part. Tell
us what you need from us in order to achieve the goal for all Amer-
ica of treating our veterans rights in the education context.

I thank you. I yield back.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. A couple of final questions with regard
to the education call center. We have received some calls to the
Committee from some veterans who are frustrated in terms of their
inability to reach a VA official when they are calling with questions
regarding a pending education claim, and you had mentioned it in
your written testimony, that the VA hired and redirected a total of
57 term personnel to the education call center. Are you able to call
the data to tell us how long the average wait time has been for vet-
erans to connect, what the dropoff rate percentage is and how long
these 57 term personnel will be available, and do you need addi-
tional resources as it relates to the importance of that education
call center to so many veterans?

Mr. WILSON. I don’t have that data with me, but I would be
happy to provide it for the record.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. You can access it and get it to us?

Mr. WILSON. Yes.

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Okay. If you could do that.

Mr. WILSON. Yes, I would be happy to do that.

[The VA subsequently provided the information in the answer to
Question #9 of the Post-Hearing Questions and Responses for the
Record, which appear on p. 32.]

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Okay. We would appreciate that.

Mr. WILSON. Because those

Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. It is one of those frustrations that we
want to seek to alleviate and it would be helpful for this Sub-
committee to know what those statistics are now, so that as you
take steps to improve it and we have the information to compare
it to in terms of the necessary personnel going forward.

Mr. WILSON. I will be happy to do that.
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Ms. HERSETH SANDLIN. Before we conclude the hearing, I would
like to make a few comments for you to consider as the VA moves
forward with the implementation of all of its education programs.
Again, we will continue to work closely with you as it relates to
your goals and objectives for implementing the long-term solution
for the Post-9/11 GI Bill and then fully moving everything over.
Again, there is interest at the full Committee level to streamline
the benefits to enhance availability, customer service, timeliness,
}he whole bit for our veterans as they access these important bene-
its.

Based on the feedback that we have received from a number of
veterans, we think that the VA should consider the following:

Informing veterans of the importance of submitting an applica-
tion of eligibility early, allowing the VA enough time to process a
claim before the semester begins; asking veterans if they plan on
using their education benefits in the upcoming term during that
application process. It is my understanding that the VA doesn’t ask
that simple question that, I think, would allow the VA officials to
prioritize the processing of the certifications of eligibility.

Also, informing veterans to expect to receive their first housing
and book stipend in arrears—maybe we seek to change that, but
until we do, given that it is administered the same way it was
under the other education claims benefits, knowing that there was
some information or misinformation or miscommunication in some
of the outreach efforts that different organizations in the VA were
doing, there was an expectation that wasn’t effectively managed
there.

Until a change is made, we all have to inform veterans more ef-
fectively on what to expect as it relates to receiving those housing
and book stipends, informing veterans of the benefits to applying
for additional Federal education programs that could enhance their
VA education benefits. I would encourage you to let us know or to
coordinate with and for us to understand better the role of State
Approving Agencies and assisting in that regard, other veteran
service organizations that can help communicate all of the opportu-
nities available to our veterans. Especially the Federal Pell Grant
Program and the Federal Work Study Program that may provide
a source of funds to veterans waiting for VA housing and book sti-
pends to be received certainly.

And furthermore, as you might recall, with the leadership of Mr.
Boozman, Congress authorized the VA to conduct mass-media out-
reach services. The VA has the opportunity to use this resource to
implement some of these recommendations to ensure that student
veterans don’t experience the same barriers that the first wave of
students recently encountered.

Again, I think, given all that you did anticipate, some of which
you didn’t anticipate, I do have confidence that we all will apply
lessons learned to address this going into the next semester, the
following, and the deployment of the long-term solution. But I do
think that this authorization to conduct mass-media outreach serv-
ices, getting ideas for its effectiveness, working with SAAs, working
with our VSOs would be very helpful.

I hope that you will place serious consideration on these rec-
ommendations that dont require Congressional intervention. I,
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along with my colleagues and the Committee, stand ready to assist
the administration, the President, the Secretary and you, as you
seek to eliminate the delays in processing the education benefits for
our Nation’s veterans and their dependents.

Mr. Wilson, I thank you for your testimony, your responsiveness,
your service to the country and your commitment to our Nation’s
veterans.

The hearing now stands adjourned.

[Whereupon, at 3:36 p.m. the Subcommittee was adjourned.]



APPENDIX

Prepared Statement of Hon. Stephanie Herseth Sandlin, Chairwoman,
Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity

Today, we seek to administer our oversight jurisdiction on the VA’s implementa-
tion efforts of the Post-9/11 GI Bill. I expect that this hearing will provide the VA
the opportunity to update us on recent actions taken to address delays in distribu-
tion of education benefits, and its plan moving forward to ensure the same mistakes
do not occur in the future.

To date, our main focus has been to ensure VA has the resources to upgrade its
information technology to support the unique demands of the Post-9/11 GI Bill. Fur-
thermore, we have actively requested that VA appropriately alert us of any short-
falls in resources to successfully complete its mission, to include legislative changes
that must be made by this Subcommittee.

Today we are seeking assurances that the VA has sufficient resources to meet all
its goals and demands placed upon it by Public Law 110-252. Unfortunately, the
past few weeks have shed some light on the shortcomings facing the VA and how
it must improve the way it processes education claims.

Yesterday we had the pleasure of welcoming Secretary Shinseki to the full Com-
mittee so that he could highlight VA’s accomplishments and unmet goals. I appre-
ciate the Secretary’s sincere commitment to provide our Nation’s veterans with the
best resources in a timely manner. I share this strong commitment and applaud ac-
tions taken by the VA to address the current backlogs in distribution of education
benefits. While this is commendable, more forethought should have been given to
the emergency check solution to address any potential problems.

I would like to make a few comments for VA to consider as it moves forward with
the implementation of all its education programs. Based on the feedback that we
have received from veterans, the VA should consider the following:

* Informing veterans of the importance of submitting an application of eligibility
early allowing the VA enough time to process a claim before the semester be-
gins;

» Asking veterans if they plan on using their education benefits in the upcoming
term during the application process. It is my understanding that VA does not
ask this simple question that may allow VA officials to prioritize the processing
of certifications of eligibility;

» Informing veterans to expect to receive their first housing and book stipend in
arrears. Many of us have heard from several misinformed veterans that thought
they would receive this benefit prior to the start of school; and

e Informing veterans of the benefits to applying for additional Federal education
programs that could enhance their VA education benefits. The Federal Pell
Grant Program and the Federal Work-Study Program may provide a source of
funds to veterans waiting for VA housing and book stipend to be received.

Furthermore, you might recall that, with the leadership of Ranking Member
Boozman, Congress authorized the VA to conduct mass media outreach services.
The VA has the opportunity to use this resource to implement some of my rec-
ommendations to ensure student veterans do not experience the same barriers that
the first wave of students recently encountered.

I hope you place serious consideration to these recommendations that do not re-
quire Congressional intervention. I, along with my colleagues in the Committee,
stand ready to assist the administration as it seeks to eliminate any delays in proc-
essing education benefits for our Nation’s veterans and their dependents.

——
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Prepared Statement of Hon. John Boozman, Ranking Republican
Member, Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity

Good afternoon Madam Chair. I believe this will be the sixth hearing we have
held on implementation of the Post-9/11 GI Bill since it became law last June. We
have discussed staffing needs, the initiative to develop the new information tech-
nology systems needed to help manage the program, and the administrative com-
plexity of the program. In short, I believe we have covered the waterfront.

Despite our work and that of the VA staff, we are about what we predicted in
terms of a backlog in processing claims for education benefits. In hearings before
passage of the new program, VA testified as to the administrative complexity and
the resultant challenges. I suspect even VA has been surprised about some of the
unseen and unintended consequences of the new program. I want to be very clear
that there is plenty of blame to go around. Congress rushed the bill through without
adequate consideration of alternatives such as the Chair’s H.R. 5684 or fixes to the
Senate bill. The VSOs were too focused on one product at the expense of others, and
VA should have recognized the need for more staff sooner than May.

I congratulate Keith Wilson on crafting VA’s testimony, which in a very polite
way, essentially says. “We told you so.” Despite the massive effort by the Education
Service to meet all the milestones some veterans are still waiting for checks. The
current backlog is due to many things such as VA’s staffing, when a veteran applies
for eligibility, when a school certifies enrollment, when a State legislature sets the
budget for State schools, and other factors. So while there have been some bumps
in the road, I believe the Education Service deserves our appreciation for the job
they have done. With the resources now in place and the arrival of the phase three
software, hopefully, we will not have a repeat of this fall’s situation.

Madam Chair, it is time for us to hear from VA about the changes they believe
are needed to smooth administration. In yesterday’s State of the VA hearing with
Secretary Shinseki, Ranking Member Buyer offered some suggestions to consider to
reduce the administrative workload. Whether any of them are viable, or whether
there are other technical changes VA considers needed, we need to hear from the
Department.

Finally, the time for finger pointing is over. I welcome anyone’s ideas and look
forward to working with the Chair to take appropriate action.

———

Prepared Statement of Keith M. Wilson, Director,
Office of Education Service, Veterans Benefits Administration,
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs

Good afternoon Chairwoman Herseth-Sandlin, Ranking Member Boozman, and
Members of the Subcommittee. I appreciate the opportunity to appear before you
today to discuss the status of the Post-9/11 GI Bill implementation. My testimony
will address the challenges we face, the current status of education claims, workload
trends, and countermeasures we are taking to alleviate delays in processing. Addi-
tionally, I will highlight the important Congressional support we received during
implementation.

Background and Challenges

Enactment of the Post-9/11 Educational Assistance Act on June 30, 2008, gave VA
approximately 14 months to develop a new, highly complex eligibility and payment
system for hundreds of thousands of claimants who would be eligible to receive ben-
efits under the new program on August 1, 2009. To meet this challenge VA began
accepting applications to determine eligibility for the Post-9/11 GI Bill on May 1,
2009. On July 6, 2009, we started accepting enrollment certifications from school
certifying officials for Veterans utilizing their Post-9/11GI Bill benefits for the fall
term and began processing claims for payment. The first payments were disbursed
by the U.S. Treasury on August 3, 2009.

Since May 1, 2009, approximately 210,000 individuals have been deemed eligible
and provided a certificate of eligibility, and approximately 44,500 students have re-
ceived a payment under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. Not all individuals who applied to
determine their eligibility for the new program will immediately enroll in school;
they generally have 15 years following active-duty separation to use their education
benefits.

VA testified before this Subcommittee on October 18, 2007, stating that, “these
new payment methods [for the Post-9/11 GI Bill] would require extensive enhance-
ments to existing payment systems. . . . Our continued concern is limiting the im-
pact on beneficiaries and ensuring timely receipt of payments.” Between June and
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October 2008, VA sought contractor support for development of an information tech-
nology (IT) system to process Post-9/11 GI Bill claims beginning August 1, 2009. As
stated in VA’s press release of October 10, 2008, “VA did not receive enough pro-
posals from qualified private-sector contractors to create an IT program that imple-
ments the new benefit.” VA did not have confidence that any of the respondents
could create the required complex IT system in sufficient time to meet the August
1 deadline. As a result, VA terminated the solicitation process and began implemen-
tation with internal resources. From this point, VA had 9 months remaining to com-
plete implementation.

Due to the short timeframe, complexity of the new benefit program, and limited
availability of internal IT resources, VA began development of an interim claims
processing solution while simultaneously developing a long-term, rules-based proc-
essing solution in cooperation with the Space and Naval Warfare Systems Center
Atlantic (SPAWAR). VA’s Office of Information & Technology (OI&T) designed the
interim processing solution functionality in three separate phases. Each phase is in-
tended to deliver a specific set of functionalities for claims examiners to process
Post-9/11 GI Bill claims. Development of the interim solution has presented signifi-
cant challenges due to the complexity of the new program and the reduced timeline
for delivery. Prior to August 1 implementation, OI&T delivered two of the three
phases of the interim solution.

Post-9/11 GI Bill claims currently require manual processing using four separate
IT systems that do not interface to each other. When an application or enrollment
certification is received, the documents are captured into The Image Management
System (TIMS). The documents are routed electronically to a claims examiner for
processing. The claims examiner reviews the documents in TIMS and determines
the student’s eligibility, entitlement, and benefit rate using the Front End Tool
(FET). The FET is used to calculate and store student information to support the
Post-9/11 GI Bill claims adjudication process. However, the FET has limited capa-
bility for processing the multiple scenarios encountered in determining eligibility
and entitlement under the new program. As a result, VA in conjunction with
MITRE Corp. developed multiple job aids, or out-of-system tools and spreadsheets
to augment claims processing.

Once the benefit rate and payment amount are determined, the claims examiner
manually enters the payment information into the back-end tool (BET). The BET
utilizes the existing Benefits Delivery Network (BDN) to issue payments. A payment
cannot be processed until at least two individuals approve the award and payment
amount. All evidence to support the award actions taken by the claims examiner
and a senior claims examiner is captured into TIMS. This process is completed sepa-
rately for the housing allowance, the tuition and fees payment, and the books and
supplies stipend. Due to lack of integration among systems, the time to complete
a Post-9/11 GI Bill claim is significantly longer than processing time for other edu-
cation benefits. Currently, it takes approximately 1% hours to process one original
claim under the Post-9/11 GI Bill.

Phase three of the interim solution, which will provide increased functionality and
additional automation for processing Post-9/11 GI Bill claims, was originally sched-
uled for deployment in September 2009 during the peak enrollment period for proc-
essing education claims. Due to the complexity involved in processing for both
amended awards and overlapping terms, phase three is now scheduled for early No-
vember 2009. Amended awards include changes in a student’s actual charges for tui-
tion and fees and reduced or increased course loads. Since the law requires VA to
pay actual charges, amended awards are required for any change in a student’s tui-
tion and fees.

Because the program implementation date falls in the middle of some school
terms, VA must also determine rates payable to students in school on August 1,
2009, under two separate benefit programs and pro-rate Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits.
Further complicating the claims process are overlapping terms. It is not uncommon
for many students to enroll in courses that begin and end in overlapping time peri-
ods at different schools. Processing these claims involve additional manual calcula-
tions for the overlap as well as separate payments going to more than one school.

In testimony before the Senate Committee on Veterans’ Affairs on May 7, 2007,
VA noted that, “the increased amount of benefits payable at varying levels for dif-
ferent institutions would make administration of this program cumbersome. The re-
quirement that the benefit be paid at the beginning of the term would further com-
plicate administration and would tax existing VA resources.”

The new benefit program requires VA to determine maximum tuition and fee
rates for each State before the beginning of each academic year. Schools do not typi-
cally set their tuition and fee rates until State support is determined for the aca-
demic year. Many States did not pass their operating budgets until late July/early
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August. Correspondingly, institutions could not set tuition and fee rates until late
August. Delays in determining the 2009-2010 maximum tuition and fee rates re-
sulted in delayed processing of payments for students attending school in those
States.

Current Status

Since May 1, 2009, we have received over 937,000 claims for education benefits
under all education programs and have processed approximately 794,000 claims.
Enrollment certifications for approximately 30,000 students are currently pending
under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. Processing actions under our education programs in-
creased by 180,000 over the same period last year, due in significant part to the
large number of requests for certificates of eligibility for the Post-9/11 GI Bill. The
net increase in enrolled students is approximately 70,000.

In fiscal year 2008, the average time to process all education claims was at a 5-
year low; we averaged 19 days for original claims and 10 days for enrollment certifi-
cations. This fiscal year, our average processing time has risen to 26 days for origi-
nal applications and 13 days for enrollment certifications. Under the Post-9/11 GI
Bill, however, original applications are taking an average of 35 days to process.

Workload Trends

VA anticipated a majority of students would transfer from the Montgomery GI
Bill—Active Duty (MGIB-AD) and the Reserve Educational Assistance Program
(REAP) to the new Post-9/11 GI Bill by the beginning of the fall 2009 enrollment
period; however, this has not happened. Instead, we have seen only a slight de-
crease in the number of claims received under MGIB-AD and REAP compared to
the same time last year. An original claim for education benefits takes more time
to process because it requires an eligibility determination before benefits can be
paid. At this time last year, only 15 percent of the claims received during the fall
enrollment period were original claims. Between May and September of this fiscal
year, 100 percent of the Post-9/11 GI Bill claims required an original entitlement
determination. We also expected the majority of Veterans applying for a certificate
of eligibility for the Post-9/11 GI Bill would start school during the fall enrollment
period. Instead, many applied for the new program to receive an eligibility deter-
mination, but did not enroll in school this fall. This is also true for the new transfer-
ability provisions under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. The Department of Defense (DoD) has
received 66,000 applications to transfer entitlement and has approved 52,000. Of
those, VA has received only 22,000 applications from spouses and dependents to use
this benefit for the current academic year.

Meeting the Challenge Together

On May 7, 2008, VA testified before the Senate Committee on Veterans’ Affairs
that, “VA does not now have a payment system or the appropriate number of
trained personnel to administer the program...it would take approximately 24
months to deploy a new payment system” to support the proposed law. Congress
heard our concerns and responded through providing significant funding for VA to
hire 530 term employees in December 2008 to address the anticipated increase in
claims under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. When we determined we would have limited IT
capability for the interim processing solution, we hired an additional 230 term em-
ployees utilizing the additional funding provided by Congress under the American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA).

VA is using all available resources to deliver education benefits to our Veterans.
VA rehired nine retired claims examiners and redirected 70 Regional Processing Of-
fice (RPO) employees to provide additional claims processing support. We imple-
mented policies to streamline the entire claims process based on case reviews identi-
fying duplication of efforts and redundant or unneeded development. We also imple-
mented a mandatory overtime policy at all of our RPOs, requiring three additional
days per pay period per person for claims processing. While we are actively taking
all possible steps to reduce the time to process and pay an education claim, we rec-
ognize that we are not timely serving all of our Veterans. In response, the Secretary
of Veterans Affairs authorized issuance of advance payments to Veterans enrolled
in school who have not received their benefits. On October 2, 2009, VA began
issuing advance education payments to Veterans, in amounts up to $3,000, at our
57 Regional Offices and through an online portal at va.gov. Advance payments are
being made to Veterans in all of our education programs. In the first week, VA
made advance payments to over 41,000 Veterans totaling approximately $120 mil-
lion. Payments made under this special provision will be recouped from Veterans’
future benefits.
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Stakeholders

Numerous initiatives were undertaken to better serve and inform our stake-
holders. VA increased efforts to more widely disseminate information, and to also
improve the quality of information communicated.

The Education Call Center (ECC) is an important resource for Veterans to receive
information about their education benefits. To meet the increased call volume, VA
hired and redirected a total of 57 term personnel to the ECC, expanded phone
hours, and added 72 additional phone lines.

VA also increased correspondence with the higher education community. We di-
rected our Education Liaison Officers to personally contact certifying officials at
schools with 300 or more Veteran students to answer any questions they had re-
garding certifying Veterans’ enrollments or the new Post-9/11 GI Bill. They also re-
minded the schools that it is not necessary to wait for the student’s certificate of
eligibility before certifying the student’s enrollment. This has never been a VA re-
quirement in any VA education program, and the same applies to the Post-9/11 GI
Bill. VA also sent letters to schools providing a status on the state of claims proc-
essing and payments. More than 6,000 schools were provided supplemental informa-
tion on the Yellow Ribbon Program. Over 159 schools were contacted directly to ad-
dress questions or concerns about the program.

It has also been a priority to involve the higher education community in the im-
plementation of the Post-9/11 GI Bill. VA worked with the American Council on
Education (ACE) to evaluate the next steps to be taken and to keep open an impor-
tant line of communication with the education community.

Conclusion

VA has hired and trained 720 new employees; built over 55,900 square feet of of-
fice space; drafted and published 359 pages of new regulations; conducted over 100
outreach and training events; entered into over 3,400 Yellow Ribbon agreements
with 1,165 schools; modified 10 existing IT systems; and developed a new interim
system for the Post-9/11 GI Bill. Our Education employees continue to work tire-
lessly to deliver benefits to all of our Veterans attending school this fall. We are
proud of the accomplishments of our employees within the short time since the bill
was enacted.

We recognize much work remains in order for us to achieve our goal of timely de-
livery of education benefits to all Veterans enrolled in the Post-9/11 GI Bill and our
other education programs, and we remain focused on achievement of our goal. VA
will continue to place the needs of Veterans first as we overcome the current chal-
lenges in providing education benefits.

VA looks forward to engaging in a dialog with Congress and our stakeholders to
improve administration of the Post-9/11 GI Bill. Thank you for your continued sup-
port throughout this effort.

Madam Chairwoman, this concludes my statement. I would be pleased to answer
any questions you or other Members of the Subcommittee may have.

———

Statement of Patrick Campbell, Chief Legislative Counsel,
Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America

Madam Chairwoman, Ranking Member, and Members of the Subcommittee, on
behalf of Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America (IAVA), thank you for the op-
portunity to submit written testimony for this hearing on the status of imple-
menting the Post-9/11 GI Bill. From legislative drafting to cutting tuition checks,
TAVA has been closely monitoring and engaging in the evolution of this new benefit.
TAVA strongly believes that the Post-9/11 GI Bill will help chart the course of the
next great generation if implemented effectively.

We commend the VA’s decision to issue emergency checks to veterans who were
desperately awaiting their education benefits. However, these checks are merely a
stopgap measure. The VA and Congress must address the underlying problems with
processing of Post-9/11 GI Bill claims before another round of delayed checks leave
veterans in the lurch. IAVA recommends the following short-term and long-term
fixes to address these issues:

¢ Immediately reassess their processing capacity and make a realistic rec-
ommendation to Congress for additional staff.

¢ Enlist the help of VSO’s and schools to aggressively promote this generous new
benefit and establish realistic expectations among veterans.

¢ Ensure that the long-term automated solution is capable of incorporating up-
coming changes to the Post-9/11 GI Bill.
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¢ Streamline and simplify the Post-9/11 GI Bill to reduce confusion and hasten
processing times.

How serious is the check backlog?

Over 30,000 veterans, nearly half of all Post-9/11 GI Bill users, are still waiting
for their education benefits due to no fault of their own. These veterans were prom-
ised that the new GI Bill would pay their tuition and fees charges up front. “You
go to school and the VA will pick up the tab” has been promised to millions of vet-
erans as one of the key components of this new GI Bill. Now these veterans are
relying on the patience and gratitude of their schools and universities to defer their
tuition payments. Sadly, some veterans have been told that their school will not
grant veterans “any special treatment” (e.g., deferred tuition) and they were forced
to pay out of pocket or risk being kicked out of their classes.

These same thirty thousand students were promised a healthy living allowance,
allowing them to make school their top priority. Most veterans did not know that
living allowance checks were paid at the end of each month. When they learned this
hard fact they were forced to borrow and scrimp to cover food and rent. Veterans
are resourceful and many could cover a month’s living expenses if they could be as-
sured their checks would come at the end of the month. Unfortunately, when these
veterans called the GI Bill hotline they were put on hold upward of an hour and
often greeted with phone message saying benefits were being delayed 6-8 weeks.
Veterans who did get through were told to call back in a month or so to check on
their claim. For many this was a month longer than they could wait.

Not knowing how you can afford your next meal or whether you can afford to buy
your textbooks before midterm exams is an serious and disruptive pressure to place
on any student. Veterans are now being forced to wrestle with the VA and their
schools just to get by, when many veterans just want to be normal students and
focus on their education. These GI Bill check delays frustrate the primary purpose
of GI Bill benefits: a meaningful opportunity for returning veterans to readjust to
civilian life and build a sound economic future (The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act
of 1944”).

Why do we have a backlog?

Last year the average processing time for Montgomery GI Bill (MGIB) claims was
14-17 days. Currently the VA is stating the average processing time for a Post-9/
11 GI Bill claim is 35 calendar days. The VA often writes a check to a veteran, on
average, 35 days after the veteran and their school complete their paperwork. Un-
fortunately, the VA rarely receives completed paperwork from the schools at the be-
ginning of each academic term; a veteran starting classes on September 1st may not
receive their first check until the end of October or early November.

Processing of a Post-9/11 GI Bill claim is a lengthy and laborious two-step process.
The first step is to determine the veteran’s eligibility for the benefit. The processor
must determine:

1. If the veteran qualifies for the benefit?

2. The percentage of benefits the veteran qualify for?
3. How many months of remaining benefits are left?
4. Eligible for enlistment kickers or college fund?

Claims processors review veterans’ claims for benefits using three separate
sources of information to determine the length of qualifying service: the veteran’s
DD214 and DoD and VA Databases. Ironically, according to claim processors, the
VA database is the least reliable source of information. Collected information is then
inserted into a number of separate forms that calculate each part of the benefit. The
processor then needs to “print screen” each form and save it to the veteran’s file.
This is the only way to track how that particular veteran’s benefit was determined.
After an hour of manual processing the veteran is issued a certificate of eligibility
(CoE).

The second step requires that schools certify the veteran’s enrollment to the VA.
A low paid school official certifies to the VA that:

1. The veteran is enrolled at their school and that the student is attending at

least one class.

2. Which classes the veteran is taking (name and number of units). If a veteran
adds or drops a class the certifying official must immediately notify the VA of
any changes.

. Education goal of the veteran (certificate or degree).

. Tuition and fee charges.

. Yellow Ribbon Scholarships or Waivers.

T Lo
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These certifications are filed electronically to the VA for review via a system
called VA ONCE. The VA claims processor then reviews each of the school’s certifi-
cations and begins determining the appropriate tuition and fee payments, yellow
ribbon payments, living allowance rates, and the book stipend. These calculations
take another hour to process.

To complete all required steps take 2 hours per Post-9/11 GI Bill claim. The VA
recently hired 760 new claims processors to handle the increased workload. IAVA
believes the VA grossly underestimated the time needed to process each Post-9/11
claim and did not adequately hire enough staff to process claims. We are concerned
that many of these new claims processors have not yet been fully trained and there-
fore are not authorized to process claims individually, requiring twice the workforce
to process one claim.

Where are we now?

Over the past few weeks the VA has released some confusing numbers regarding
their status of processing GI Bill checks. Although the VA will undoubtedly be re-
leasing the most recent numbers, we would like to explain what those numbers ac-
tually mean to veterans. As of October 6th:

Step One: Eligibility

¢ Approximately 290,000 veterans have requested a Certificate of Eligibility (CoE)
from the VA
* Approximately 205,000 (71 percent) veterans have received a CoE from the VA

Step Two: Enrollment

¢ 64,000 schools have submitted a certification of enrollment to the VA for vet-
erans

¢ 34,000 (53 percent) veterans have received payments from the VA

According to the VA, each day they are still receiving an additional 2,000 enroll-
ment certifications from schools and are processing 3,000 backlogged enrollment cer-
tifications. On average that means that the VA is processing 1,000 more claims then
they are receiving. With a current backlog of 30,000 veterans awaiting checks, the
VA will likely close this gap in a little over a month.

How did the VA respond to the delays?

The VA acted boldly when they agreed to issue emergency $3,000 checks to vet-
erans awaiting their GI Bill payments. In just 1 week the VA issued more emer-
gency checks (36,161) than Post-9/11 benefits that they had completely processed
during the past 5 months (34,000 veterans had received checks). The VA notified
VSOs of their emergency plan and we responded in force, leveraging our varied
strengths. The VFW and American Legion enlisted local posts to drive veterans to
their closest regional offices and IAVA notified tens of thousands of Iraq and Af-
ghanistan veterans through a mass E-mail and Web video. We continue to update
veterans and schools through our well trafficked newgibill.org.

The VA publishes almost daily workload reports and welcomes feedback. When
banks put holds on the handwritten checks from the VA, the VA quickly addressed
the problem by working with several banks to cash these check’s immediately. The
VA also issued letters to banks verifying the checks authenticity. This past weekend
the VA reached out to veterans soliciting their feedback and asked VSOs to tell our
veterans that these calls were coming. Because of this joint effort, IAVA recently
received the following e-mail from a school official:

I have a student who got out of the Army after 4 years. He has no family
here nor did he have a place to live. He has been in a shelter for the last
month. When you guys told me via your Web site about this 3000 check
advance I had to see if he could get it a week before school. The VA just
gave him the check as well as money to get home (he had walked to the
VA—to say the least it is a few miles). This is a tribute to what you guys
have done as well as the VA being able to come through for our vets. The
VA also wrote a letter for another student stating that he was getting
$1531 a month so that he could get an apartment.

TAVA believes that this stage of the VA’s response to the backlog should serve

as a model for future problem solving efforts. The VA:

¢ Publically acknowledged the problem;

¢ Swiftly implemented a bold short-term solution;

« Enlisted the help of veteran service organizations; and

¢ Quickly solicited and nimbly responded to veterans’ feedback.
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TAVA is grateful to the VA for impressive effort to stand up this type of emer-
gency program. We look forward to working with the VA on the last stage of any
problem solving effort, developing a long-term solution.

Sadly, this commendable effort was not was the VA’s first response to the backlog
crisis. Initially the VA publically and privately deflected responsibility on the back-
log on two key points that IAVA feels still need to be addressed. The VA has
claimed that delays in submitting enrollment certifications by schools have contrib-
uted to the backlog. IAVA believes schools that fail to submit timely enrollment cer-
tificates ensure that their veterans will receive delayed checks. Schools that have
not yet submitted their paperwork must do so immediately. However, these delayed
enrollment certifications did not create the backlog. In fact they spread out the
stream of applications coming into the VA, reducing the average processing time for
each claim. If every enrollment certification had been submitted on the first day of
school the VA would have been buried under all the paperwork and would be no
further ahead in cutting checks.

TIAVA has received a number of complaints from school officials stating that the
VA substantially changed the certifying process well after these officials had re-
ceived their training and began certifying enrollments. Their specific complaint fo-
cused on VA guidance that required schools, that offer State grants, to wait to cer-
tify tuition and fee amounts until the State grants had been finalized. Last minute
changes to the procedures and regulations have made schools nervous about certi-
fying enrollments too early in the process. Realistically, most schools will not certify
enrollments until at least after the first week of classes. This is because, if a school
certified a veteran who does not show up to school the school is responsible for re-
funding tuition and fees payments to the VA. Additionally, if a veteran adds or
drops a class after the enrollment certification is submitted, additional paperwork
is required. These changes may place the veteran in an overpayment situation re-
sulting in a bill from the VA. Many schools wait until the add/drop period is com-
pleted to reduce their paperwork and ensure veterans aren’t receiving bills from the
VA. Delayed certifications is an issue that must be addressed for future academic
terms, but they are not responsible for the current claims backlog.

Second, the VA did a poor job managing veterans’ expectations by failing to com-
municate critical information in a clear and concise manner. In fact, the VA blamed
veterans’ lack of knowledge of when their checks should be arriving and the public’s
misconception of how long it takes to process claims for a disproportionate “percep-
tion” of a backlog. Many veterans, new to the GI Bill, reasonably did not know that
monthly living allowance payments are paid in arrears, at the end of the month.
IAVA believes that establishing realistic expectations for when benefits will be paid
and how much those benefits will be is the responsibility of the VA and any VSO
talking about this new GI Bill. However,

Additionally, IAVA acknowledges that GI Bill claims are seasonal and it is nat-
ural that the VA’s processing time slows down during the Fall when veterans apply
for general eligibility and schools submit enrollment certifications. However, IAVA
believes that an average 35 days processing time is more than a natural slow down
and is wholly unacceptable regardless of when it occurs because it places an undue
burden on our veterans.

What are the long-term issues that need to be addressed?

In truth, the VA and veterans across the country dodged a bullet with the Post-
9/11 GI Bill. The VA had initially projected upward of 400,000 veterans seeking ben-
efits under this great new program. Less than a quarter of that projected population
began going to school this year. This was the result of general confusion and the
VA’s decision to grant veterans, who had begun using Chapter 30 (MGIB) benefits,
an additional 12 months of benefits under the new GI Bill. However, they could only
take advantage of the New GI Bill after they had exhausted their entire MGIB ben-
efits. This resulted in hundreds of thousands of veterans continuing to use their
MGIB benefits. They did not transfer over to the new GI Bill and did not add addi-
tional load to the system.! If all the projected veterans had applied for their Post-
9/11 benefits and given the VA’s inability to process current claims quickly, IJAVA
believes that the wheels would have fallen off of the truck.

As stated before, IAVA does not believe that the VA hired enough claims proc-
essors to handle the new GI Bill. The VA needs to immediately reassess their proc-
essing capacity and make a realistic recommendation to Congress for additional
staff. Mandatory overtime is not a sustainable solution to ensuring GI Bill checks

1In FY 2008 the VA issued 461,259 veterans education benefits. Already this year alone the
VA is poised to pay 551,923 veterans education benefits, only 10 percent of which are Post-9/
11 GI Bill users.
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get out the door on time. The VA must also finish training all their claims proc-
ess?fys in order to maximize the work accomplished from their current processing
staff.

The VA also needs to aggressively outreach to and educate veterans on this new
program to promote the generous new benefits and establish realistic expectations.
While the VA has done an excellent job conducting outreach with the emergency
checks, the VA continues to rely on a passive “pull” presence on the web to explain
a complicated and lucrative new benefit program overall. The VA does not have the
internal capacity to mount the large-scale outreach campaign required for a pro-
gram of this magnitude. I have personally witnessed Keith Wilson crisscrossing this
country attending countless GI Bill forums trying to spread the word. There are not
just not enough people within the VA with Keith Wilson’s ability to tell the GI Bill
story. Even the GI Bill Call Center, the “one stop shop” the VA has been directing
all veterans with GI Bill question to, has been overrun by veterans’ calls. Wait
times can be over 45 minutes because half of the operators were pulled to help proc-
ess claims. The VA needs what the military calls a force multiplier, a plan to teach
others to spread the word and answer questions. This can be accomplished by enlist-
ing veteran service organizations, schools, and a cadre of trained GI Bill experts to
multiply the number of people pushing out good information.

In the long term the VA continues to implement their plan to automate the proc-
essing of Post-9/11 GI Bill claims by January 2010. However, the VA’s most recent
experience should raise some red flags. The new GI Bill rules keep changing and
they will likely continue to change for the foreseeable future any automated system
must be fluid enough to manage these changes. While Congress has only changed
the Post-9/11 GI Bill once since its passage (the MSGT Fry Scholarship program),
the VA has issued a steady stream of dramatic changes since the final regulations
have been published in January. For example they created separate tuition and fees
caps; granted an additional 12 months of benefits to MGIB users; changed transfer-
ability requirements and altered tuition/fee caps well after the August 1st deadline.
Unfortunately, the contract for the development of this new automated system is
predicated on a Post-9/11 GI Bill that remains static and unchanged over an aca-
demic year. IAVA is deeply concerned that the VA’s contract to automate these
claims does not offer the flexibility required to handle necessary upgrades to the
Post-9/11 GI Bill.

At a macro level, there is general agreement that there are too many GI Bill ben-
efit programs (Chapters 30, 1606, 1607 and 33) to be effectively administered by the
VA or understood by veterans. IAVA concurs with other VSOs that there should be
one “Total Force” GI Bill and we believe that it should modeled on a streamlined
version of the Post-9/11 GI Bill. This streamlined new GI Bill should include all vet-
erans who were excluded under the new GI Bill (Full-time National Guard
servicemembers and Vocational/OJT/Apprenticeship students). We also believe the
tuition and fees portion of the benefit has become thoroughly confusing and un-
wieldy to implement and therefore needs to be simplified. Last, distance learners
should not be discriminated against by denying them a living allowance. We believe
that the Post-9/11 GI Bill, if effectively implemented, will change history and we
continue to reap benefits for generations to come.

————

Statement of Hon. Ron Klein, a Representative in Congress
from the State of Florida

Mr. Chairman, thank you for calling this important hearing. I am here today to
bring attention to the experiences that the veterans of south Florida have had in
the recent implementation of the 21st century GI Bill.

Let me say at the outset that I am grateful that Congress passed this legislation,
and I was proud to be a sponsor and a strong supporter. I strongly believe that
those who put on the uniform deserve the best benefits when they return—and that
includes a quality education. The GI Bill for the 21st century will make our vet-
erans an integral part of our economic recovery by providing a new generation with
the education they need to succeed.

In July, I sponsored a college fair at Broward College in my district for veterans
who had recently returned from Iraq and Afghanistan. I wanted to ensure that they
knew about the benefits that they would receive and make sure that they were pre-
pared to take advantage of them.

However, some constituents found that benefits were not easily processed. One
constituent from Boca Raton, Florida has already paid for his books out of pocket.
The college of his choice gave him an extension for tuition payments until Novem-
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ber, but cannot register for next semester’s classes, making it more difficult for him
to get the required credits for graduation.

Another constituent from Coconut Creek Florida filed his tuition benefits paper-
work in July and was told that processing could take 8 weeks. He began attending
classes in August, but unable to pay for his tuition, he worries when his check will
come.

I am grateful that Secretary Shinseki and the staff at the Department of Veterans
Affairs moved quickly to address these issues once the problem became apparent.
Their swift action was certainly an important message to send to our veterans. But,
this process should not require the intervention of a Member of Congress.

Mr. Chairman, it was not easy for these veterans to earn these benefits; they en-
dured the horrible scars of war. But, it should be easy to access these benefits. The
21st century GI Bill is an extraordinary opportunity for veterans to return to civil-
ian life and follow their dreams. I look forward to working with you Mr. Chairman,
and the Department of Veterans Affairs to ensure that veterans are paid in a timely
manner and that we fulfill the promise that we made to our Nation’s heroes.

——

Statement of Pennsylvania Association of Private School Administrators

As the Committee knows, the Post-9/11 GI Bill (Chapter 33) created an additional
education benefit for student veterans on August 1, 2009. The new benefit offers a
total of 36 months of education benefits, the equivalent of four academic years.

However, the new GI Bill is not fair. Not all Veterans can choose the type of edu-
cation they want and need. Students attending non-degree post-secondary education
institutions including public vo-techs, some career schools, certain nursing schools
and apprenticeship programs are not eligible for enhanced GI Bill benefits.

On return to civilian life, many returning servicemembers are interested in quick-
ly hitting the ground running. Short-term certificate and diploma programs can be
a critical part of a successful transition. But if they are not offered at a degree
granting school, then programs in truck driving, aviation maintenance and
gunsmithing, skills many vets may naturally want to enhance, are not eligible
under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. Other ineligible programs might include HVAC, con-
struction trades, tool and die training and allied medical programs such as medical
assisting, EMT and para-medical. Even some business training programs could be
excluded.

In addition, the current structure requires the serviceman or woman to make a
decision about whether to be in traditional Montgomery GI Bill (Chapter 30) or
Chapter 33, which is confusing to many of them, at a time when they are in a major
transition.

A growing number of veterans groups have recently stepped forward to challenge
the exclusion of non-degree granting institutions from the Post-9/11 GI Bill. Non-
degree institutions and apprenticeship programs have always been included in the
traditional Montgomery GI Bill (Chapter 30) so why should Chapter 33 be different?
After a veteran has bravely served their country, they should be allowed to pursue
their next career at the school of their choice.

The Pennsylvania Association of Private School Administrators represents the
more than 320 private career colleges and schools in the Commonwealth. PAPSA
is the only association representing all for-profit colleges and schools in Pennsyl-
vania. With over 150 school members, PAPSA is the unified voice of quality career
school education.
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MATERIAL SUBMITTED FOR THE RECORD

Committee on Veterans’ Affairs
Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity
Washington, DC.

October 19, 2009

Mr. Keith M. Wilson

Director, Office of Education Service
Veterans Benefits Administration
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs
810 Vermont Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20420

Dear Keith:

I would like to request your response to the enclosed questions for the record and
deliverable I am submitting in reference to our House Committee on Veterans’ Af-
fairs Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity hearing on VA Status Report on Post-
9/11 GI Bill on October 15, 2009. Please answer the enclosed hearing questions by
no later than Monday, November 30, 2009.

In an effort to reduce printing costs, the Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, in co-
operation with the Joint Committee on Printing, is implementing some formatting
changes for material for all Full Committee and Subcommittee hearings. Therefore,
it would be appreciated if you could provide your answers consecutively on letter
size paper, single-spaced. In addition, please restate the question in its entirety be-
fore the answer.

Due to the delay in receiving mail, please provide your response to Ms. Orfa
Torres by fax at (202) 225-2034. If you have any questions, please call (202) 226—
4150.

Sincerely,

Stephanie Herseth Sandlin
Chairwoman

JL/ot

Questions for the Record
Hon. Stephanie Herseth Sandlin
House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs
Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity
VA Status Report on Post-9/11 GI Bill
October 15, 2009

Question 1: According to your testimony, many States determined their oper-
ating budgets in July/August which meant institutions determined their tuition and
fees until late August. Did the institutions delay in establishing their tuition and
fees have a significant effect on the VA’s distribution of checks?

Response: Since the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) could not establish the
highest in-State undergraduate tuition and fee rates for the Post-9/11 GI Bill until
public institutions reported their rates, there was a delay in distributing checks to
students at institutions in those States. VA could not begin processing any claims
until we had valid tuition and fee rates established for the 2009—2010 academic
year.

Question 2: It currently takes 1% hours to process an original claim. How can
we help the VA improve or expedite the processing time?

Response: VA looks forward to discussing ways to improve the administration of
the Post-9/11 GI Bill with Congress and appreciated being able to participate in the
roundtable discussion on Veterans’ educational issues with the Subcommittee on
Economic Opportunity, House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, on December 3, 2009.
However, the interim IT solution or the long-term solution will be deployed June
30, 2010, which will provide automated support for many of the activities involved
in the 1% hour processing time.

Question 3: Does VA have a media campaign to educate veterans and their de-
pendents about the Post-9/11 GI Bill?
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Response: VA has an extensive communication strategy and plan that was im-
plemented in June 2008. In accordance with the plan, VA used a multilayered, mul-
tiple channel approach to educate both Veterans and dependents about the new
Post-9/11 GI Bill. This included traditional outreach mechanisms such as direct
mailings, pamphlets and brochures, as well as new media, including web postings
and social networking. As part of that plan, in September 2009 VA contracted Amer-
ican Independent Media, a professional marketing firm, to develop a media cam-
paign that will use print, electronic, and news media to reach out to Veterans and
their dependents. This contract includes a redesign of the GI Bill Web site. The
campaign is scheduled to launch before the 2010 fall enrollment period.

Question 4: Has VA considered asking VSOs for assistance in disseminating in-
formation about the GI Bill?

Response: VA recognizes that VSOs are a vital stakeholder and serve as a direct
channel to our Veterans, and they are already assisting in disseminating informa-
tion about the GI Bill. VA personnel have traveled to many VSO conferences around
the country to speak about the Post-9/11 GI Bill. VA also partnered with American
Legion to prepare an informational video on the Post-9/11 GI Bill. As a result, more
Veterans are aware of these benefits.

Question 5: What roles are the State Approving Agencies playing in helping VA
educate veterans and schools?

Response: The fiscal year (FY) 2009 State Approving Agency (SAA) contracts in-
clude requirements to support the Post-9/11 GI Bill. While the role of the SAAs gen-
erally remains the same, the contract requires SAAs to perform duties that support
all other VA education programs in addition to the Post-9/11 GI Bill.

The SAAs have expanded outreach efforts to ensure awareness of the Post-9/11
GI Bill, and VA recently utilized the SAAs to verify their States’ highest in-state
public school tuition and fee rates for the 2008—-2009 and 2009—2010 academic years
to support the Post-9/11 GI Bill.

VA requested that SAAs complete an outreach questionnaire in April 2009 on spe-
cific efforts they were conducting related to the Post-9/11 GI Bill. The questionnaire
responses and the outreach visit reports indicate SAAs are performing specific out-
reach for the Post-9/11 GI Bill. Some examples are: a 6-week radio campaign that
highlighted the Post-9/11 GI Bill; letters regarding the Post-9/11 GI Bill provided
at Transition Assistance Program (TAP) briefings; newsletters; Governor’s letters to
recently discharged Veterans; articles in local publications; presentations on the
Post-9/11 GI Bill at school conferences, job fairs and Veterans and military resource
fairs; and presentations to military and Veterans groups.

Question 6: Secretary Shinseki mentioned an emergency run-through of its infor-
mation technology system in January 2010, in preparation of the spring 2010 term.
Can you provide us more information on this?

Response: The development of the long-term information technology processing
solution is on schedule. At this time, VA does not have a scheduled emergency run-
through of the IT system. During his testimony, Secretary Shinseki indicated VA
would approve more emergency checks during the spring enrollment period should
the situation warrant it. He referred to this future effort as an “emergency exer-
cise.”

Question 7: According to the Secretary’s recent full Committee testimony, once
phase three is established the current backlog will be cleared out. When do you ex-
pect for the backlog to be cleared out?

Response: Since the education workload is seasonal, VA anticipates another in-
flux of claims during the spring enrollment period, particularly with the new Post-
9/11 GI Bill. VA took aggressive action to eliminate the backlog of fall enrollments
and is using all available resources to ensure Veterans receive their education bene-
fits for the spring terms accurately and on time. Over 60,000 claims for the spring
term have already been processed. In 2010, we will begin incremental deployment
of a more robust IT system that will make the benefits-delivery process simpler and
more efficient.

Question 8: In your written testimony you state that phase three of the interim
solution was scheduled for deployment in September 2009, due to the difficulty in
integrating multiple actions such as amending awards and overlapping terms, led
to rescheduling phase three deployment for November 2009. How will this affect the
timely distribution of checks?

Response: The delay in deployment of phase three of the interim solution caused
a delay in issuing payment on amended awards and overlapping terms. These types
of awards can now be completed with the same timeliness as all others. However,
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since the interim solution will not materially improve the speed of processing, the
overall effect of deploying phase three on timely distribution of checks will be mod-
erate. VA expects to begin seeing significant improvements in timeliness with the
deployment of the long-term solution in June 2010, with plans to reduce the average
days to complete original education claims to 18 days by the end of FY 2011.

Question 9: The Committee has received calls from frustrated Veterans unable
to reach a VA official when calling for answers to their pending education claims.
In your testimony you mentioned that the VA hired and redirected a total of 57
term personnel to the Education Call Center (ECC).

a. How long is the average wait time to connect? What is the dropoff percentage
rate?

b. How long will you have these resources available and will you need additional
resources from Congress?

¢. You mentioned that VA has expanded its phone hours, what are your expanded
phone hours?

d. What is the total number of operators that are currently manning the GI Bill
Call Center?

Response: In September 2009, the average wait time was 5 minutes, 46 seconds.
In October 2009, the average wait time was 7 minutes, 7 seconds. The abandoned
call rate was 19.3 percent in September 2009, and 23.2 percent in October 2009.

Term personnel can be extended up to 4 years. We are committed to providing
the best possible service to our Veterans and will ensure appropriate resources are
requested and allocated to meet this challenge.

VA currently has 190 employees at the ECC answering phones Monday through
Wednesday, 7:00 am to 5:00 pm, Central Standard Time. As we receive the antici-
pated influx of spring enrollments, the Call Center employees will temporarily per-
form claims processing tasks on Thursdays and Fridays to help ensure timely deliv-
ery of benefits for the upcoming terms.

Question 10: On Wednesday’s full Committee Hearing, we heard from several
Members proposing legislative fixes to make your job easier in the future. Do you
have a list of legislative fixes you recommend this Subcommittee consider in the
near-term and others you would like for us to consider as we seek to streamline all
education benefits?

Response: VA looks forward to discussions with Congress on ways to improve the
administration of the Post-9/11 GI Bill. We do not recommend the Subcommittee
consider any legislative fixes in the near term due to the limitations in our short-
term initiative to process claims. The challenge for future legislative fixes is making
sure that they do not disrupt our ability to pursue timely rollout of the long-term
processing solution.

O
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